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| Last Rites: The Duxbury crematorium

Town ranks near
the top in more
ways than one

Part one of two
By ANDRIA FARRELL

MPG Newspapers

hat appears to be a small

home or maintenance

office in the center of

the Mayflower Ceme-
tery is really a ¢rematorium. The
quaint, housc-like appearance of the
crematorium disguiscs it well, except
for the smoke vents alop its roof.

In 1979, the trustees who oversaw
Mayllower Cemetery decided to
build a crematorium as a way to gen-
cratc additional funds. The trustees
had high hepes for the facility.

- The first half of the crematorium
was up and running in 1980. But the
outcome Jooked bleak as it performed

- only four cremations that ycar. But by

1986, after much success and growth
in the business, a second section was
added. Six years after the crematori-
um began operating, the annual num-

_ber of cremations rose to 435 and
conlinucd to risc.

Today, the Duxbury crematorium is
the largest, by volume, in the state
and in the top 5 percent in the coun-

As gas priccs increase, so does the
* cost of cremations. In January, prices
“.werc raised from $190 cach (o $230.
--This price does not include the $75
medial examincr’s fec required by
Massachusctts law. Even with the in-
crcasc, the.comparatively low cost of
cremations has created a growing de-

. mand. The facility performed-more

than 2,000 cremations Jast ycar.

Patricia Pappas is the superintcn-
dent of the Mayflower Cemetery and
crematorium. “Each person entering
the crematorium is treated with digni-
ty and respect,” she said; “We treat
them as if they were our own loved
onc.”

Pappas, who has been in the funcral
busincss for more than 10 ycars,
knows what a seasitive matter death
is,.and will accommodate familics in
any way shc can, as long as they fol-
low the regulations of the cemetery. ~
Family members may be present dur-
ing the cremation of their loved one,
however, a funcral director must also
be present.

In most cascs, cremation must be
handlcd through a funeral home, but
Massachusetts law allows familics (o
obtain burial pennits, provided they
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follow Massachusetts Department of
Health regulations.

Pappas, who has been superinten-
dent since November 2004, regis-
tered the Duxbury crematorium with
the Cremation Association of North
America to cnsure that all technicians
become certificd in cremation and the
facility has a set of guidelines to fol-
low.

The following guidelines are estab-
lished for both funeral homes and pri-
vate partics:

Only the next of Kin, husband, wife
ot children, may sign the crema-
tion-authorization form. The de-
ccased must be examined by a medi-
cal examiner before being allowed
into the crematorium. Massachusetts
law requires a 48-hour waiting period
before cremation. Once a death cer-
tificate and burial permit arc ob-
tained, the body must remain in a
closed container. The container must
be transported onto the grounds in
closed vehicle and remain in the ve-
hicle until all paperwork is processed
by the department assistant. If a fami-
ly is cremating a loved onc without
the usc of a funeral home and they
wish to view the cremation, the su-
perintendent of the crematorium must
be preseat in lieu of a funeral direc-
lor. All jewelry and personal clfects
to be kept by the family must be re-
moved prior to entering the cremato-
rium.

Due to the combustibility of pace-
makers. they must be removed from
the body before entering the cremato-
rimm. During the cremation process,
if a pacemaker is left inside a person,
the heat causes the battery to explode
inside the oven.

“The explosion often is so loud it
can be heard throughout the ceme-
tery.” Pappas said. “If the pacemaker
is not removed., not ouly can it dam-
age the equipment, it may also scri-
ously harm a technician if they hap-
pen to be checking the process and
open the door at the point of combus-
tion.”
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Last stop - The Duxbury crematorium performed more than 2,000

cremations last year.

The ovens, which are fueled with
natural gas, are shut ofl every night
and then started again cach morning.
Cremation takes place at 1,600 de-
grees, as regulated by the Mas-
sachusetts Environmental Protection
Agency, which is hot enough (o burn
so thoroughly as to prevent smoke
from entering the air.

According to cemetery technician
Paul Bruce, “It takes approximately
45 minules to one hour to heat the
oven up to 1,600 degrees each morn-
ing, depending on the weather.”

After cach cremation is completed,
the ovens must then be cooled to 400
degrees before it is safe for the tech-
nicians to remove the remains,

Bruce. a crematorium technician
for four years, who is certificd by the
Cremation Association of North
Amcrica, joined the the crematorium

department after losing a finger in an
accident at the waler department,

“I could no longer tolerale the cold
water. | took the job for more moncy,
and it’s a lot warmer,” Bruce said.

Bruce and one other technician are
responsible for running the cremato-
rium. Asidc from performing the cre-
mations, they also perform daily
maintenance to keep the facility safe
and clean, as well as make sure fami-
ly demands are met.

The crematorium offers 24-hour
and 48-hour service; the technicians
work their schedulcs around the pri-
orities of the services.

“We have a good system,” Bruce
said, noting the technicians arc
trained (o be sensitive; they are not
fazed by what they do, but treat their
job with respect. “We arc sensitive,
treal everyone with dignity like they
were our own family.”
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Eternal rest - A flag marks a grave in the cemetery, the site of the Duxbury crematorium.
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Are we becoming
a cremation
nation?

Researchers speculate that the
growing number of cremations is
due in large part to economic infla-
tion. As the cost of living increases.
so does the cost of dying. For many.
being cremated alleviates the finan-
cial burden a funeral can place on
their families. The average cost of a
funeral with burial is between
$6,000 and $10,000. The average
cost of a cremation through a funer-
al home is $1,000 and up, depend-
ing on whether you have vicwings
and memorial serviccs.

A growing concern with a lack of
space has also influenced people to-
ward being cremated. In the
Duxbury crematory, the numbers
have been rising significantly over
the years.

Rise of cremations in Duxbury
©® 1980 - 4 cremations performed
® 986 - 435 cremations
® 1991 - 1,085 cremations
® 1996 - 2,100 cremations
¢ 2001 - 1,968 cremations
® 2005 - 2,859 cremations
In 2000, 621,494 cremations were
performed in the United States, ac-
counting for 26 percent of deaths, as
recorded by the Cremation Associa-
tion of North America. In 1980. 10
percent of deaths resulted in crema-
tions, and 17 percent of deaths in
1990. The Cremation Association
projects that by the year 2025, more
than half of the deaths in the United
States will result in cremation.
Patricia Pappas. supcrintendent of
the Mayflower Cemetery, expects
that by the end of 2006. more than
3,000 cremations will have been
performed in the Duxbury cremato-
rium,

Stalf prote/Westey Enmiy
Tricia Pappas
checks data on her
computer as she
works in the office.




Cremation: how it works

If you fear fire, ovens or cremation,
consider yoursclf warned: Descrip-
tive material follows.

The crematorium, which is run in
army fashion, is very organized and
cxtremely thorough. Each body enter-
ing the cemetery for cremation must
be escorted by a hearse and o funeral
director. Prior to admittance, the -
neral director must check the body in
with the department assistant at the
front office and have all paperwork
filled out. The department assistant
then creates an identification disk,
similar to a doggy tag, with a code
number on it that will remain with the
body through all stages of cremation.
Afierit’s checked in, the disk and the
paperwork arc placed with the body
in the crematorium and they await
their turn.

Once the funeral director has left,
the casket may not be opened again.

1t is policy that the casket may only
be opened by a funcral director or
medical examiner; at no time is a cre-
matory technician allowed to apen
the casket. This is donc out of respect
for the loved one whose bady is in
the casket.

“The first job of the technictan is o

check the person in by paperwork
and tag. Then he/she will remove any
metal from the casket. such as hinges
and handles. A body may be cremat-
ed in cither a pine box, regulated
cardboard box - grayish-beige card-
board that looks like a moving box
you would hang clothes in - ora
wooden or cloth-covered caskel.
Metal caskets are not allowed in the
crenvatorium.

Once the casket has been prepared
for cremation, the body is assigned
the code number, which is placed on
the cremation oven.

The shiny, metal oven looks like a
large pizza oven with an upward-slid-
ing door. It is heated 10 1,600 de-
grees. The casket is then lifted with a
riser and is carclully slid into the
oven. After the casket is sccured in
the oven, the technician checks the
coding disk one last time, places the
disk on the oven to identify which
body is in which oven, and closes the
door. It takes approximalely 2Y:
hours for the cremation to be com-
pleted. When a woaden casket is
used, however, the process can lake
shghtly longer.

During the cremation, the techni-

cian will check after an hour by open-
ing the door and assessing the pro-
cess. This allows the technician to
make sure cverything is going
smoothly, as well as gauge whether
more time is needed for the crema-
tion. The ovens are set with a timer,
which shuts off automatically after
the cremation time is lapscd.

Once the ovens are covled 1o 400
degrees ~ about 12 hours - the tech-
nician then carcfully removes the
remains and places them into a
deep, rectangular, plastic Tupper-
warc-type medical container lor the
remainder of the cooling process.
The identification disk is moved
with the remains (o the medical
container.

After cach cremation is complete,
the ovens arc cleancd thoroughly
using a large, heavy, metal-bristled
brush. The porcupine-like metal
spikes scrub the oven clean and en-
sure all body fluids have been re-
moved from the ovens before the
next body is placed inside.

To ensure the remains arc in the
purest form, the technicians will use o
powerful magnet (o remove any met-
als from them, such as metal im-

plants, staples or bone pins. Any jew-
clry left to be cremated with the
person will have melted into the re-
mains and will be kept with them for
clernity.

Many people believe that after cre-
mation, the remains come oul as
ashes. This, however, is not true. The
remains are removed from the ovens
in larger picces that must later he pro-
cessed into the final ashes that are re-
ccived by the family. The bones and
ashes are pulverized through a metal
food processor-like machine that
grinds them, Icaving only liny bone
fragments. The ashes, when the pro-
cess is completed, are not smooth like
the ashes received on Ash Wedncs-
day, but more grain-like, “like
Bermuda sand,” Patricia Pappas, su-
perintendent of the crematorium,
said.

As the ashes go through the grind-
ing machinc, they slide out into the
urn. Family members have a choice
of paper or plastic bags to contain the
ashes inside the urn. Once placed into
the umn, the ashes must be checked
and recorded by two technicians he-
fore they are seaded and released.

Once released from the cemetery,

the remains may be buried, scattered
(cither in the Mayflower Cemetery
scatter gardens or elsewhere), or re-
tained by the family as a keepsake.
Be advised that your loved onc’s 1¢-
mains will not be absorbed into the
earth. What arc commonly referredd to
as ashes arc mostly bone fragmenis,
Bonce fragments cannot be absorbw
into the carth, and therefore must fo
scattered according to state laws.
common myth is that if ashes are
scattered prior to a rain storm, the v
will be absorbed into the carth faser.
The truth is, if the ashes are scatlered
and then it rains, the bone fragments
will harden and become cement-hike,
sitting atop the ground.

If the ashes of a loved one are 10 be
scattered at sca, federal law requines
that human ashes must be scattered at
lcast 3 miles out from shore, It is rec-
ommended, for safcty reasons, that
before going out to sca, a harbons-
ter is notified of the trip.

Cremation is a growing alternative
to the traditional burial of deceascd.
Although your loved ones may chazse
to be cremated, they can still be paven
a busial after cremition that woulk
allow them a final resting plawe thai
family members citn visit.



